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O'Hurley urges graduates to live an extraordinary life
By: Mallary Tenore
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Balancing humor with thoughtful words of 
advice, actor and business entrepreneur John 
O'Hurley '76 addressed the approximately 
1,000 graduating members of the Class of 2006 
at Providence College's 88th Commencement 
exercises held Sunday, May 21, at the Dunkin' 
Donuts Center.
Introducing himself as "the man who killed 
Seinfeld" O'Hurley poked fun at his career as 
an actor, saying that he was the man who 
"guest-starred in more than 50 television 
shows-not one of which is still on the air."
He noted how proud he was to be standing 
before the Class of 2006 and reflected on his 
own graduation as well as his father's 1948 
graduation from PC.
As the College's only theatre major at the time, 
O'Hurley noted that he consequently won the 
Theatre Award, having performed in a variety 
of PC productions, including Death of a 
Salesman and The Birds.
Perhaps most noted for his Screen Actors Guild Award-winning role as J. Peterman on 
the hit show Seinfeld, O'Hurley has established himself as a prominent figure in the 
acting industry, appearing on such shows as The Young and the Restless, All my 
Children, Murder She Wrote, The X Files, and Frasier.
Most recently, he made his Broadway debut as Billy Flynn in the musical Chicago this 
spring and starred in the hit show Dancing with the Stars last summer.
Although he knew he wanted to be an actor beginning at the age of three, the root of
Media Credit: Kristina Reardon
To achieve in life, one must believe in the power of the imagination and rest in the 
assurance of knowing that what one imagines has significant value. "It is as tragic as it its 
true, but the greatest plans on earth still lie in the minds of people who still think that 
everybody else has a better idea than they do," O'Hurley said.
He encouraged graduates to trust what they imagine and to leap into the world, even if it 
means taking daunting risks. "When you leap, the net will appear," O'Hurley said. "As 
you will soon experience, the world is littered with ideas that were dropped at the five- 
yard line."
Achievement is not the only staple of an extraordinary life, however, as the extraordinary 
also entails meaning derived from love-love for God, oneself, and others. Perhaps the 
toughest form of love, he noted, is love of oneself, which breeds a deeper appreciation for 
life and a sense of humor.
Along with achievement and meaning comes reflection.
Countering the common phrase, "Never look back," O'Hurley encouraged graduates to 
look back as often as they can to develop a greater appreciation for how far they have 
come.
"That half-look over your shoulder at the child you were and the person you've become, 
and all that you have achieved in between is your story, your history," O'Hurley noted. 
"The enjoyment of that progress will make you appreciate all those who were part of your 
story-your parents, your family, your friends, your teachers, and places like Providence 
College."
Before closing the cover to the Peterman Guide to the Extraordinary Life, O'Hurley left 
graduates with the same words that he had left to the cast and crew of Seinfeld at the end 
of the series:
"As I write this, I am standing knee-deep in the amber waters of the River Ganges, 
elbow-to-elbow with the fish-wives of New Delhi, learning the gentle art of river 
laundering, and putting the last-minute spit-shine on a pair of baby blue boxer shorts.
"As I watch the slow parade of boats pass before me at sunset on this never-ending river, 
I am reminded of how lucky I was to have docked at your port-of-call for as long as I did, 
how sad I am to set sail again, but grateful that, for me, the horizon is still out of reach.
I wish you all, all, extraordinary lives.
O'Hurley's acting career began at Providence College, where he performed in a small 
room with 99 seats known as the Friar's Cell.
He noted that the theatre-located in the basement of Stephen's Hall (now the Feinstein 
Academic Center)-was "the center of my universe" and the place where he formed some 
of his proudest moments in life.
When off stage, O'Hurley grew spiritually and strengthened his relationship with God. "I 
remember kneeling alone in the Aquinas Chapel on a December afternoon ... I have 
never forgotten the solemnity of that moment and I remember having truly experienced 
the presence of God."
And then there were the fun times. "I remember that much like Hemingway would 
frequent the writers' salons of Paris, we had the Bradley Cafe. I remember that no matter 
how good or how bad things got, that life was always best understood with a 40-cent 
bottle of Narragansett in one hand and my room key in the other so that I could re-carve 
my initials on the knotty pine restroom walls and remind the world, once again, that I had 
been there," he joked.
Among the other memories he shared with graduates were those of Raymond Dining 
Hall, "where three times a day, seven days a week you got to experience the Miracles of 
the Fishes and the Loaves," and of studying for his last Development of Western 
Civilization final, "all for the low, low price of just five credit-hours."
Along with learning about Socrates, Plato, and St. Thomas Aquinas, O'Hurley joked that 
he also became enlightened about the relationship between statistical probability and 
physical law, discovering that, "if you dump the water from a Styrofoam beer cooler out 
of the eighth floor window of McVinney Hall, invariably it will fall and hit three 
members of the basketball team, who, at the same time, just happen to be exiting out a 
door below."
Donning a more serious cap, O'Hurley noted that the most vivid memory of his 
Providence College experiences is that of his graduation day, when he felt elated but 
scared as to where life would take him next.
He shared the story of a 75-year-old Russian man whom he met shortly after becoming 
an actor.
Grabbing onto O'Hurley's hand, the man offered him lasting words of advice, which 
served as the crux of O'Hurley's Commencement address: "You have only two choices in 
life-you can have an ordinary life or you can have an extraordinary life. That's it. It has 
nothing to do with money or power. It has everything to do with the power of your 
choices."
These words were the inspiration for what O'Hurley referred to as "The Peterman's Guide 
to the Extraordinary Life." To experience the extraordinary, one must live a life of 
achievement, meaning, and reflection, he said.
